
What is animal cruelty?

Animal cruelty is a CRIME. It includes any type of behavior that is harmful to animals. Anticruelty laws exist in 
all states and in many states animal cruelty is a felony offense under certain circumstances. In the state of 
California animal cruelty (PCC597) may be a misdemeanor or a felony. In order to get a felony conviction the 
person must be able to prove intent. The American Psychiatric Association recognizes that animal cruelty is a 
sign of a mental disorder in that it may indicate a tendency towards conduct disorder.

Intentional cruelty or abuse is when a person knowingly deprives an animal of food, water, shelter, vet care or 
causes them needless suffering. It also includes maliciously torturing, maiming, mutilating, or killing an 
animal. This type of cruelty is motivated by a desire to harm.

Animal cruelty is a concern because it is wrong to inflict suffering on any living creature. Intentional cruelty is 
of particular concern because it is an indication of psychological distress and may be a sign that an individual 
has already experienced violence or may be predisposed to committing acts of violence.

What is the connection between animal cruelty and human violence?

Violent offenders and perpetrators of more common violence, including child abuse, spouse abuse, and elder 
abuse are likely to have childhood and adolescent histories of serious and repeated animal cruelty. Because 
of the strong connection between animal cruelty and human violence, preventing one may also help to 
prevent the other. Animal cruelty may actually fuel an abuser’s appetite for violence, and abusers sometimes 
do not differentiate between two and four-legged victims.

The chain of abuse

Initially abusers fantasize about violence, then act it out on inanimate objects (i.e. stuffed animals). If the 
chain of violence is not broken, animals are often the next target.

The abuser

Most people who abuse animals are adolescents or young-adult males, although children as young as four 
have been known to harm animals. If children are allowed to harm animals without penalty, children are more 
likely to commit violent acts later in life. A child perpetrator may boast of harming an animal, either verbally or 
in a story. A child who has witnessed animal cruelty may recount an incident that took place at home or in the 
neighborhood. These children may be cruel to or unnecessarily rough with classroom pets or other animals 
in school. Other children may report something that was said by a child perpetrator or victim of abuse. 
Children who abuse animals are generally involved in bullying, truancy, vandalism, and more serious crimes, 
including arson and assault. In addition, many of these children are the victims of physical and/or sexual 
abuse. Animal cruelty is often associated with children who do poorly in school and have low self-esteem and 
few friends.
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Why do people harm animals?

Animal cruelty is often committed by a person who feels powerless, unnoticed, and under the 
control of others. The motive may be to shock, threaten, or intimidate, or to demonstrate 
rejection of society’s rules. Some people who are cruel to animals copy things they have seen 
or that have been done to them. Others see harming an animal as a safe way to get revenge 
on someone who cares about that animal. In some cases, animal abuse is associated with 
deviant arousal.

Intervention

Cruelty/abuse should be reported if an animal
	 • Lacks adequate food, water, or shelter
	 • Appears very thin, dirty, or matted
	 • Is living in filth
	 • Is chained and cannot reach food, water, or shelter
	 • Has mange or hair loss
	 • Is scarred from bite wounds
	 • Is frightened, shy, or cowers when someone raises their hand
	 • Appears sick, injured, or in any danger
	 • Is reported to be abused by a family member

If you know or suspect that an animal is being neglected or abused, report your information 
immediately to your local animal-welfare agency or police department. Most animal-welfare 
agencies will take complaints of animal abuse over the phone, however, a written statement 
may be required. Also, keep in mind that while many jurisdictions will respond to an 
anonymous complaint, successful prosecutions often depend on an identifiable witness who 
can provide evidence. If the case goes to court and you have identified yourself as the 
complainant in either a written or an oral report, you may be asked to testify.

Teaching children to respect animals

It is very important to intervene when a child is insensitive to the obvious distress of an animal, 
repeats a harmful behavior, or derives pleasure from causing an animal pain.
Teaching by example is one of the most powerful tools – your efforts to rescue a bug or feed a 
bird will make a lasting impression. Teach children to watch and appreciate animals, instead of 
scaring or chasing them. Remind them not to go near a stray or injured animal, but to get an 
adult to help. Encourage children to speak up for animals and develop caring relationships 
with their pets.

This information was adapted from First Strike, Animal Cruelty/Human Violence,
which is produced by the Humane Society of the United States.
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